Teaching-Learning Processes
Suffering is a powerful and complex experience. The notion of suffering may spur thoughts of the atrocities experienced during the Holocaust. Such images and experiences have been described as inexplicable. The suffering endured could not be articulated. And although not all thoughts of suffering are so overwhelmingly poignant, everyone experiences suffering at some time in their life; it is an unavoidable experience.
In searching for meaning to his life while a prisoner in a concentration camp, Frankl (2006) reflected that meaning can be found in even the most hopeless situations and that such meaning can be transformative. He wrote, "suffering ceases to be suffering at the moment that it finds a meaningsuch as the meaning of a sacrifice" (p. 113). In other words, once the meaning of suffering becomes clear to a person, a transformation takes place. Although suffering may still be present, it is no longer so isolating and unbearable; it has meaning.
According to Frankl, the most important concern a person should have is to find meaning in life, and if suffering provides this meaning, then it is worthwhile. Such is the nature of this paradox called suffering. Since Frankl, others explicitly have discussed the paradox involved in suffering.
Nurses are at the frontline in working with persons who are suffering, and yet the question is posed as to how much preparation nursing students are given as they become witnesses to this unbounded suffering. Furthermore, do nursing curricula provide an open, nonjudgmental arena for students to explore and discuss the feelings that surface while bearing witness to others' suffering? Eifried (2003) completed an interpretive phenomenological study exploring the meaning of the lived experiences of nursing students as they cared for patients who are suffering. In this study, Eifried reported that students identified possibilities amid the witnessed suffering. Such findings validate the paradoxical nature of suffering.
In the following article, Dr. Nancy Johnston explores the paradoxical nature of suffering while describing the creation and implementation of a master's level course on suffering within a nursing curriculum.
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